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the four European Great Powers had been taking shape in Signor
Mussolini's mind for some time past; and he had ventilated the idea
in a speech delivered in Turin on the 23rd October, 1932.
I think that if to-morrow, on the basis of Justice, of recognition of our
sacrosanct rights,.., it were possible to recognize the premises necessary
and sufficient for the collaboration of the four great Western Powers,
Europe would be tranquil from the political standpoint, and perhaps the
end would be in sight of the economic crisis by which we are gripped... .
This suggestion was thrown out by Signor Mussolini nearly four
months before the signature of the Little-Entente Pact of the 16th
February, 1933; but this event, though it was perhaps not of capital
importance or startling novelty in itself, may conceivably have
moved Signor Mussolini to make a counterblast, and thereby have
given him the final stimulus to develop a long-germinating idea
into a definite project and to launch this project at the earliest
possible date.
This seems the more likely when we consider that, apart from any
question of amour propre, the disquieting features in the general
international outlook, which had moved Dr. Benes and his colleagues
to strengthen the bonds between their respective countries, must
have been equally evident to Signor Mussolini, and equally apt to
move him to take action. The prospective recovery of Germany, for
example, promised to upset the artificial and temporary balance of
forces in Europe which the post-war prostration of Germany had
alone rendered possible; and this threatened to deprive Italy of the
exceptional influence and power which she had wielded in inter-
national affairs ever since the outbreak of war in 1914. If a fresh
trial of strength were now to set in between Germany and France,
Italy might sink once more to a position of secondary importance,
in which she would have no choice except to join the camp of one or
other of the two protagonists. On the narrower grounds of national
self-interest, it must be one of the major aims of Italian policy to
prevent this situation from recurring; and wider considerations of an
Italian interest which was identical with the international common
weal must have moved Signor Mussolini's mind in the same direction.
By the beginning of the year 1933, no clear-sighted statesman could
be blind to the possibility that, if the affairs of the World were
allowed to drift on, unchecked, along their present unpropitious
course, this might end in a breakdown of the Disarmament Conference
and even in a breakup of the League; and, if either or both of these
catastrophes occurred, the calamity of a new Franco-German trial
of strength would then be imminent unless, in the meantime, at least